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DAYTON
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DISTANCE IS THE KEYWORD FOR
NEW NCR-UD PARTNERSHIP
DAYTON, Ohio -

Ironically for two Dayton institutions occupying adjacent tracts of

land just south of downtown, the most recent project to draw them together is based on
distance.
And it's a project with implications for the wider business world as the climate for travel
has changed in the wake of the Sept. 11 attacks on the U.S. and possible terrorist retaliation
following coalition military strikes in Afghanistan.
The University of Dayton and NCR Corp. are collaborating on a virtual team project,
designed to investigate how employees in different locations can work together to achieve
common goals and how managers of such far-flung teams can help them excel. The global
nature of NCR's operations demands such a capacity, and the set-up is perfect for research by
Ken Graetz, director of UD's Collaboratory and associate professor of psychology, who
specializes in. how groups function using technology.
Virtual teams are a reality in today's business environment, said D. Verne Morland,
director of the learning systems team in the Global Learning division of human resources at
NCR He and Graetz are partners in leading the project.
"NCR has in recent years been a leader in exploring the opportunities of the virtual
workplace," Morland said. "The challenge is to ensure the teaming that needs to take place
doesn't suffer in situations where associates may be spread around the globe."
Morland, as a member of UD' s School of Education and Allied Professions advisory
council, was introduced to the tool the University had chosen for its online teaming experiences.
"We're using Lotus QuickPlace, which is an online team workspace," Graetz said. "It's a
Web-based application that team members can access to exchange files and hold threaded
discussions and chat rooms. Managers can customize QuickPlace to match the team's
personality and tasks. It has a fully functioning calendar, some project-management functions
and side rooms for subgroups of the team. And it's fully integrated with Microsoft Office, so
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you can save your work to QuickPlace in Excel or PowerPoint or Microsoft Word. It's a great
tool."
Some pitfalls common in face-to-face meetings can be avoided entirely in virtual teams,
Graetz said. "Not just social anxiety, but also production blocking. When you're in a meeting,
only one person can talk at a time. Often someone waiting to contribute may forget what they
were going to say or the subject may have passed on to something else. With a virtual team, you
contribute whenever you want."
Morland also sees distinction between the two forms. "With a virtual team, you have
more opportunity to reflect on your contribution. The need to think on your feet and make an
immediate response is reduced. With a face-to-face team, people with oral skills that are greater
than written skills can contribute more. On the other hand, sometimes people are more
comfortable saying something in a meeting context when everything is not going on record
instead of writing down for time immemorial something that is stupid."
The software supports four forms of meeting. Traditional meetings are held with
members at the same time and same place. Virtual synchronous meetings are held with
members at the same time in different places, such as audioconferences. A resource center is an
example of a different-time-same-place format, where members have access to materials at
different times. And a virtual asynchronous meeting is where associates contribute at their own
pace and then move on, such as in an online threaded discussion.
NCR is now running about 12 pilot virtual teams using QuickPlace, including members
based in Europe and the Asia Pacific. Most are project-oriented teams focused on human
resources while others are communities of practice for those who have common responsibilities.
Associates share best practices, tools and techniques with others who are in similar positions.
Organization teams, including one of Morland's, collaborate on an ongoing basis for more than
one project.
Training for basic QuickPlace and management is offered as NCR-focused self-paced
online courses, as developed by Graetz.
"Managing a virtual team is not the same as managing a team face to face," Morland
said. "But in both settings, managers need to be able to control the dominant members of the
team and encourage others to come forward. We need to understand and help team leaders
understand what the attributes of the technology are and what new skills they need to
effectively manage virtual teams."
That's Graetz's interest. "Virtual managers face unique challenges, and that's what we're
going to explore in our research," he said. "One of the big fears for distance managers is
disengagement of the team members. Anecdotally, we find that's not the case. Members
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function in distributed teams as well as if not better than traditional teams. Which brings up
another issue. If as a manager you're a motivational coach, how do you pat someone on the
back virtually? How do you reward someone for doing a good job?
"We need to find ways for managers to be effective coaches in the virtual environment,"
he said.
Graetz and graduate assistants Mike Goliber and Morgen Schuler will begin monitoring
and analyzing NCR's use of QuickPlace this fall. "It's an exciting opportunity to work with real
groups using this software," Graetz said. "Frequently, we use ad hoc groups of students who
are just there for the study. But with real groups in action, we'll get a lot of interesting data to
combine with the experimental results to reach some strong conclusions."
For NCR's use, the research will identify reliable measures of effectiveness, describe the
changing role of team leaders as well as the skills virtual team leaders need, determine the best
methods for training managers to effectively lead virtual teams and identify the technology
needed to best support virtual teams.
Graetz says he plans to have some results by the end of the year. "We have learned and
will learn more from NCR, and they'll use the results of our research to improve their business
results," he said. "What could be more win-win than that?"
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